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Showing Success: 
Student Stories on Film
Brandy Smith, Ph.D. & Emily Shreve, Ph.D.
Academic Success Center
In Fall 2019, we showed video interviews of successful (i.e., 
graduated) alumni to first-year seminar students in the hope that 
incoming students would be inspired to adopt similar success 
strategies as these alumni, leading to increased retention and 
completion of their UNLV degree. 
• 10 graduates were interviewed and filmed• 3 themed videos were created: “Adjusting to College,” 
“Selecting a Major,” “Moving Toward Graduation”• 3 reflective writing assignments were assigned (1 per video)
Why might this practice be valuable for us and in other contexts?
•Peers may be more relatable than the instructor alone.•Alumni can memorably reinforce class concepts. •Role models help students envision their own success.•Access to videos levels the playing field for students who do 
not have the social capital to receive advice and support for 
particular classes or college study in general. 
Evidence it Benefits 
Students
References
Teaching Practice
How to Adopt this Practice
• Follow up with alumni of your classes! Use focus groups 
or one-on-one conversation. These interviews can help 
determine what curricular elements and pedagogical 
techniques have the most positive, long-lasting impact. 
• Film and edit videos to incorporate into in-person or online 
sections of your courses. Online Education and University 
Libraries may support these projects! 
• No filming? Use in-person panels, class visits from alumni, 
or written documents (Q&As, narratives of success). 
• Pair success stories, in any format, with reflection 
questions to foster deeper engagement and personal 
application. 
• Include conversations that align with specific fields and/or 
disciplines (e.g., study tactics, career trajectories, graduate 
school application processes, research experiences).
Resources and Where to 
Find Them
There is research available on role models and the use of video 
technology to introduce them. According to Morgenroth, Ryan, 
and Peters (2015), “Role models are often seen as a way of 
motivating individuals to perform novel behaviors and inspire 
them to set ambitious goals . . . this is especially true for 
members of underrepresented and stigmatized groups” (p. 
465). Integrating successful role models into the curriculum has 
proven to positively impact student integration and retention 
(Colvin & Ashman, 2010; Nora & Crisp, 2008; Shotton, 
Oosahwe, & Cintron, 2007; Rodger & Tremblay, 2003; Jacobi, 
1991). With the increase in technology in the classroom, 
integration of videos has been successfully used to depict role 
models (Collier and Morgan, 2006, as cited in Crisp and Cruz, 
2009; Murphey & Arao, 2001).  
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To evaluate the impact of these success stories, students were 
surveyed after watching the videos and completing the related 
reflection assignments.  
Academic Major Decision-Making Reflection:
“The success story videos allow current students such as myself, to feel 
better knowing other people have been in the same situation.” 
“Something that I feel resonates with me is when Francesca said that 
when she was deciding on a major, she was focused around doing 
something that would make her happy and be fulfilling.  For me, that is 
the most important thing for when I do choose my major.”
Letter to Alumni Reflection:
“I really resonated with your last words of advice, telling us new students 
to branch out and explore! I feel that it’s true that we gain the best 
experiences and learn the most about ourselves when we go out of our 
comfort zones. I thank you once again for sharing your knowledge and 
experiences.”
“Through you sharing your experiences, my eyes have been opened to 
helpful resources on campus and ways to improve my overall experience 
as a student at UNLV…it was extremely helpful to see how you managed 
your time at UNLV.”
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